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Charles West 
 
Lordship in ninth-century Francia: the case of Bishop Hincmar of Laon and his 
followers* 
 
The notion of lordship has long played a role as a backdrop to research on 
honourable forms of dependence in the Latin West during the Middle Ages, but recent 
work has further emphasised its importance for understanding the exercise of power, 
and for social history more broadly in this period.1 (QFRXUDJHGE\6XVDQ5H\QROGV¶V
broadside against over-schematised ideas of vassalage and feudalism, medieval 
historians have sought to extricate themselves from legalist interpretations of 
medieval society, and many have turned to lordship instead.2 Yet such a move has 
produced some significant uncertainties and disagreements. Among the most 
prominent of these uncertainties is whether Carolingian Francia was a society already 
permeated by lordship, or whether the age of lordship only really began after the turn 
of the first millennium.  
 
This article seeks to contribute towards clarifying the issue by examining 
some especially revealing evidence from late ninth-century northern Francia for the 
relations between a Frankish bishop, Hincmar of Laon (died 879), and his secular 
                                                 
* Versions of this paper were read at the Cambridge Late Antiquity Network Seminar (CLANS) and, 
some time previously, at the IHR Earlier Medieval Seminar. I am grateful to the audiences at these 
events, as well as Professor Dame Jinty Nelson, Dr Simon Loseby and Dr Emma Hunter, for helping to 
NQRFNURXJKHGJHVRIIHDUOLHUYHUVLRQVRIWKLVWH[W,DPDOVRLQGHEWHGWRWKLVMRXUQDO¶VDQRQ\mous 
readers for their comments.  
1
 This article is not primarily concerned with less honourable forms of dependence, associated with 
manorialism. For an exploration of the sliding scales of dependance in the early medieval world, see 
Alice Rioµ+LJKDQG/RZ7LHVRI'HSHQGHQFHLQWKH)UDQNLVK.LQJGRPV¶Transactions of the Royal 
Historical Society (Sixth Series), xviii (2008). 
2
 Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: the Medieval Evidence Reinterpreted (London, 1994). 
2 
 
followers.3 This material provides an opportunity to consider more closely what 
historians mean by lordship, and how, and when, they should use the term, and to 
weigh up the implications involved. In what follows, I shall concentrate on English-
language work, as cognate words in other languages have distinctive traditions and 
connotations, though, as we shall see, these linguistic barriers have been very far from 
impermeable.4 
 
I. 
 
In Anglophone research into the European Middle Ages, lordship denotes 
several distinct issues, which must be carefully distinguished.5 Lordship is used to 
discuss late medieval arguments about the nature of the dominium which God had 
given to mankind, and also to label the territorially-defined sets of rights and revenues 
(sometimes also known as honours) of the later Middle Ages.6 More broadly, lordship 
serves to describe the various extra-economic means of coercion that shaped relations 
between lords and peasants in agrarian settings.7 It is however a more abstract sense 
of the term that is most prominent in contemporary research, and with which this 
article is primarily concerned.  
 
                                                 
3
 This study owes much to Janet L. 1HOVRQµThe &KXUFK¶VMilitary Service in the Ninth Century¶, 
Studies in Church History, xx (1983), and to many pages in her Charles the Bald (London, 1992), on 
Hincmar, and on power and kingship in early medieval society in general. The material under 
consideration also receives extensive discussion in Peter McKeon, Hincmar of Laon and Carolingian 
Politics (Urbana, 1978), as discussed below. 
4
 5D\PRQG$URQµ0DFKWSRZHUSXLVVDQFHDemocratic Prose or Demoniacal PRHWU\"¶LQ6WHYHQ
Lukes (ed.), Power (Oxford, 1986), evaluates different language traditions in a Weberian context. 
5
 Chris :LFNKDPµ/HIRUPHGHOIHXGDOLVPR¶Il Feudalismo QHOO¶$OWR0HGLRHYR(Settimane di Studio, 
xlvii, 2000RIIHUVDW\SRORJ\RIWKHXVHVRIWKHWHUPµIHXGDOLVP¶DQDORJRXVWRZKDWIROORZVKHUH 
6
 For the political thought, see J. H. Burns, Lordship, Kingship and Empire: the Idea of Monarchy 
1400±1525 (Oxford 1992); cf. Philippe Buc, /¶DPELJXLWpGX Livre: prince, pouvoir et peuple dans les 
commentaires de la Bible au Moyen Age (Paris, 1994). As an example of work on late medieval 
WHUULWRULDOµORUGVKLSV¶VHH6-3D\OLQJµ/HJDO5ight and Dispute Resolution in Late Medieval 
England: the Sale of the LRUGVKLSRI'XQVWHU¶English Historical Review, cxxvi (2011). 
7
 For a stimulating recent discussion of these relations, see George ComninHOµ(QJOLVK)HXGDOLVPDQG
the Origins of CDSLWDOLVP¶Journal of Peasant Studies, xxvii (2000).  
3 
 
Though it overlaps in a way with those listed above, this increasingly 
fashionable sense of lordship refers neither to a strand of political thought, nor to 
specific sets of rights, nor to a class-based analysis of agrarian production. Neither 
translating any particular word, nor representing a formalised legal institution like 
µvassalage¶, lordship here stands for a pervasive social practice.8 It refers to a mode of 
power that is personal, that cannot be grasped with terminologies oriented to the state, 
and that is, somehow, distinctly medieval ± for it is notable that though lordship is not 
confined to European historiography, the term is only ever used in scholarship on 
µSUH-PRGHUQ¶VRFLHW\DQGQHYHUIRUVWXG\LQJclassical antiquity or the contemporary 
world.9 It is in this vein that some historians have recently identified lordship as the 
µµPDVWHUQRXQ¶LQWKHPHGLHYDOOH[LFRQRISRZHU¶µDUHDOLW\LQPHGLHYDOH[SHULHQFH¶
WKDWZDVµFRQVWDQWDQGSHUYDVLYH¶DQGHYHQµWKHIXQGDPHQWDOVRFLDOreality of the 
0LGGOH$JHV¶10 This kind of lordship is not simply a convenient label, it is something 
which can help historians explain the course of events. 
 
Though the roots of this concept of lordship are complex, its proliferation 
dates back to the 1960s, when a particular strand of German historiography began to 
reach a wider audience in the English-speaking world. From the 1930s, German 
historians such as Karl Bosl, Walter Schlesinger and, above all, Otto Brunner began to 
develop a concept of Herrschaft quite different from the ostensibly more neutral sense 
                                                 
8
 7KRPDV%LVVRQµ0HGLHYDO/RUGVKLS¶Speculum, lxx (1995), 746. For vassalage, see Reynolds, Fiefs, 
notably 22±34, and 84±105 specifically on the Carolingian period. 
9
 For an example of its use in non-European historiographical contexts, see James Heitzman, Gifts of 
Power: Lordship in an early Indian State (Delhi, 1997), with justification at 18±19. Lordship 
sometimes appears in early modern research, for example Mark Ravina, Land and Lordship in Early 
Modern Japan (Stanford, 1999), shaped by traditions of using ideas of feudalism to interpret Japanese 
history. Note the deliberate lack of reference to the classical period in the entry for Herrschaft in Otto 
Brunner, Werner Conze and Reinhart Koselleck (eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 8 vols. 
(Stuttgart, 1972±1997), iii. 
10
 Rees 'DYLHVµThe Medieval State: the Tyranny of a CRQFHSW¶Journal of Historical Sociology, xvi 
(2003), at 295; %LVVRQµ/RUGVKLS¶DWDQG5LFKDUGBarton, Lordship in the County of Maine, 
c.890±1160 (Woodbridge, 2004), 223.  
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given to this word by Max Weber.11 Rejecting the relevance RIµERXUJHRLV¶FRQFHSWV
OLNHWKHVWDWHWRµ2OG(XURSH¶DZRUOGZKRVHFRJQLWLYHFDWHJRULHVWKH\WKRXJKWeluded 
the analytical tools developed since the French Revolution, and attacking the work of 
contemporary legal historians like Heinrich Mitteis, their preference was to deploy the 
concepts of the evidence itself µ4XHOOHQEHJULIIH¶) in nothing less than an alternative 
approach to the study of history.12  
 
For these historians, closely linked to the so-called neue 
Verfassungsgeschichte movement, and the intellectual forebears of conceptual history 
in its modern form (Begriffsgeschichte), Herrschaft, as a mode of power with roots in 
Germanic antiquity that was personal, unequal yet reciprocal, was not an analytical 
term, nor merely a descriptive one either. Rather, it invoked a core or an essence that 
underlay all other exercises of power in the pre-modern era. It constituted the essential 
organising principle for pre-PRGHUQ(XURSHDQVRFLHW\DVWKHµSUH-eminent basis of 
OHJLWLPDWLRQ¶DQGWKHµFHQWUDOFRQFHSWRIPHGLHYDOFRQVWLWXWLRQDOKLVWRU\¶13  
 
When samples of the work of Brunner, Schlesinger and others came to be 
translated into English (for example in an influential collection of essays put together 
and translated by Frederic Cheyette in 1968), the notion of Herrschaft they had in 
                                                 
11
 Melvin Richter, History of Political and Social Concepts: a Critical Introduction (New York, 1995), 
58±78, RIIHUVDQH[FHOOHQWDFFRXQWRI:HEHU¶VQRWLRQRIHerrschaft. For the difference between this 
Herrschaft DQGWKDWHVSRXVHGE\%UXQQHUDQGKLVFROOHDJXHVVHH2WWR%UXQQHUµ%HPHUNXQJHQ]XGHQ
%HJULIIHQµ+HUUVFKDIW¶XQGµ/HJLWLPLWlW¶¶LQKLVNeue Wege der Verfassungs- und Sozialgeschichte 
(Göttingen, 1956).  
12
 These assaults were not always entirely fair: in fact, historians like Mitteis were rather more 
innovative than Brunner and others gave credit for. See for example Heinrich Mitteis, 
µ5HFKWVJHVFKLFKWHXQG0DFKWJHVFKLFKWH¶LQ*LDQ3LHUR%RJQHWWLHWDOHGVWirtschaft und Kultur. 
Festschrift für Alfons Dopsch (Leipzig, 1938). My thanks to Gadi Algazi for this reference. 
13
 Otto Brunner, Land und Herrschaft: Grundfragen der territorialen Verfassungsgeschichte 
Südostdeutschlands im Mittelalter, 4th edn (Brünn, 1959), translated by Howard Kaminsky and James 
van Horn Melton, Land and Lordship: Structures of Governance in Medieval Austria (Philadelphia, 
1992). The quotations come from the critical review of the literature by F. Graus, 
µ9HUIDVVXQJVJHVFKLFKWHGHV0LWWHODOWHUV¶Historische Zeitschrift, ccxliii (1986). 
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mind was rendHUHGDVµORUGVKLS¶14 It is fundamentally this understanding of lordship, 
albeit to some degree domesticated and refracted through different layers of 
historiography (and often alongside nods to Weber), that has been programmatically 
restated and developed in recent Anglophone, and to some extent Francophone, work, 
representing in effect a delayed reception of a Brunnerian approach to medieval 
history.15  
 
Enthusiasm for this notion of lordship has however been markedly more 
limited in the field of Carolingian history. In part this is perhaps because lordship 
tends to be analytically contrasted with the state, and English-speaking historians have 
generally been relaxed about the question of the state in the Carolingian period.16 As a 
result, until recently relatively little consideration (though not none) was given by 
Carolingian historians to the notion of lordship, who have tended to use the term to 
describe the outcome of social relations, and not an ingredient of them, and certainly 
have not elevated it into a fundamental principle of social interaction.17 This was not 
merely a Carolingianist idiosyncrasy. Thomas Bisson, the historian responsible for 
perhaps the most programmatic assertion of the centrality of medieval lordship since 
                                                 
14
 Frederic Cheyette (ed. and trans.), Lordship and Community in Medieval Europe (New York, 1967). 
7KLVZRUNLVFLWHGWKURXJKRXW($5%URZQ¶VHquDOO\LQIOXHQWLDOµ7\UDQQ\RID&onstruct. Feudalism 
and Historians of MHGLHYDO(XURSH¶American Historical Review, lxxix (1974). For the problems in 
translating Herrschaft in its Weberian senses, see Richter, History, 72±76. 
15
 %LVVRQ¶VQRWLRQRIORUGVKLp leans heavily on Brunner, Schlesinger and RWKHUVVHH%LVVRQµ/RUGVKLS¶
ZLWKQ,Q)UDQFRSKRQHVFKRODUVKLS$ODLQ*XHUUHDX¶VLQIOXHQWLDOQRWLRQRIdominium 
(succinctly set out in his /¶DYHQLU G¶XQSDVVpLQFHUWDLQ (Paris, 2001), 26±28) is basically cognate with 
Brunnerian Herrschaft. 
16
 StuaUW$LUOLHµ7KH$ULVWRFUDF\LQWKH6HUYLFHRIWKH6WDWH¶LQ Stuart Airlie, Walter Pohl and Helmut 
Reimitz (eds.), Staat im Frühmittelalter (Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters xi, Vienna, 
2006), offers an insightful discussion. 
17
 For an acute and sensitive discussion of lordship in the Carolingian period, see Janet L. Nelson, 
µ.LQJVKLSDQG(PSLUH¶LQ-%XUQVHGCambridge History of Political Thought, c.350±c.1450 
(Cambridge, 1988DQGKHUµ.LQJVKLSDQG5R\DO*RYHUQPHQW¶LQ5RVDPRQG0F.LWWHULFNHGNew 
Cambridge Medieval History Volume II, c.700±c.900 (Cambridge, 1995). See now also Rachel Stone, 
Morality and Masculinity in the Carolingian Empire (Cambridge, 2012), esp. 188±199. Dennis Green, 
The Carolingian Lord. Semantic Studies on four Old High German Words (Cambridge, 1965), is a 
fascinating (and intimidating) set of studies, well-described by its title. 
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Brunner, in fact structured his entire argument about the Feudal Revolution around its 
emergence in the post-&DUROLQJLDQDJHVWDWLQJWKDWµWKHUHZDVVRPHWKLQJSURIRXQGO\
QRYHODERXWORUGVKLSLQWKHWZHOIWKFHQWXU\¶18 In this regard, Bisson was actually 
following in the footsteps of Otto Brunner himself, who was noticeably reticent in 
applying his ideas of Herrschaft to the Carolingian empire.19  
 
2WKHUKLVWRULDQVDWWUDFWHGE\%LVVRQ¶VLGHDRIORUGVKLSKDYHQHYHUWKHOHVV
EHJXQWRTXHVWLRQKLVDQG%UXQQHU¶VFKURQRORJLFDOWhreshold, and to wonder whether 
this lordship might not have been prominent at an earlier stage ² as indeed the whole 
WKUXVWRIORUGVKLSDVDµPHGLHYDO¶SKHQRPHQRQ would logically lead one to presume. 
+DQV+XPPHULVQRWDORQHLQVXJJHVWLQJWKDWµWHQVLRQV in the early medieval political 
order were rooted not so much in the illegitimate exercise of power at the expense of a 
UXOHU¶VDOOHJHGSXEOLFPDQGDWHEXWLQWKHG\QDPLFVRIORUGVKLS¶RUHYHQWKDWµLWLV
impossible to understand the Carolingian order without grasping the essentials of 
ORUGVKLS¶20 Indeed, a developed case along just these lines has been made by Richard 
Barton, who argued in an important book that the Carolingian world really was 
dominated by lordship.21  
                                                 
18
 %LVVRQµ/RUGVKLS¶6HHDOVR7KRPDV%LVVRQµ7KH)HXGDO5HYROXWLRQ¶Past and Present, cxlii 
(1994), and Thomas Bisson, The Crisis of the Twelfth Century: Power, Lordship and the Origins of 
European Government (Princeton, 2009), as well as his response to Reviews in History, 754, 
http://www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/754/response. 
19
 7KHHDUOLHVWHGLWLRQVRI%UXQQHU¶VLand make scarcely any reference to the Carolingians, perhaps 
becDXVHRIWKHGLIILFXOW\RIILWWLQJWKHHYLGHQFHZLWK%UXQQHU¶VPRGHORFFDVLRQDOUHIHUHQFHVZHUH
added in the fourth edition in 1959, for example at 18 (to the effect that Carolingian distinctiveness was 
not sustained subsequently). 
20
 +DQV+XPPHUµ5HYLHZRf Barbero, Charlemagne¶H-France Review, v (2005), no. 48, 
http://www.h-france.net/vol5reviews/vol5no48hummer.pdfµ:HUHWKH/RUGVUHDOO\DOOWKDWEDG"¶
Historical Methods: a journal of quantitative and interdisciplinary history, xliii (2010). See also the 
review article by 6LPRQ0DF/HDQµ$SRFDO\SVHDQG5HYROXWLRQ(XURSHDURXQGWKH<HDU¶Early 
Medieval Europe, [YFDOOLQJIRUµPRUHVXVWDLQHGVWXG\RIORUGVKLSDQGYLROHQFe in the ninth 
FHQWXU\¶DQG,OGDU*DULS]DQRYThe Symbolic Language of Authority in the Carolingian World 
(Turnhout, 2008), 320±1. 
21
 Barton, Lordship, 222±3, arguing that post-Carolingian change took place principally in the steady 
multiplication of lords, not in the nature of lordship. Barton emphasises that his notion of lordship is 
based on Weber, but a Brunnerian inflection can be discerned too, expressed through his appeal to 
7 
 
 
However, as Barton himself acknowledged, crucial elements of his thought-
provoking argument in fact relied on post-Carolingian evidence.22 What is needed to 
settle the question is investigation of authentically ninth-century material. Drawing on 
a dossier of material concerning the entourage of a Frankish bishop, effectively a 
cache of documentation about unequal personal relations, what follows is intended to 
provide that investigation.  
 
II. 
In 858, a young man named Hincmar was appointed to the bishopric of Laon 
in what is now northern France. The appointment doubtless owed something to family 
connections, for Hincmar was the nephew of the eponymous and influential 
archbishop of Rheims in whose province Laon was located.23 This uncle had provided 
him with a first-rate education at Rheims, probably in preparation for the episcopate.24 
The young Hincmar seems to have been something of a child prodigy, mastering 
Latin grammar, elements of Greek and the works of the Church Fathers, much to the 
SURXGDUFKELVKRS¶VGHOLJKW 
 
                                                                                                                                            
charisma, his insistence on the rupture between medieval and modern, and his preference for adopting 
WKHµSHUVSHFWLYHRIPHGLHYDOFRQWHPSRUDULHV¶FI%UXQQHU¶VQuellenbegriffe): 5±6. 
22
 Barton, Lordship, 51. His analysis of Carolingian Maine, in a book largely focused on the tenth and 
eleventh centuries, rests heavily on eleventh-century sections of the Actus Pontificum Cenomannis. It is 
of course likely that these sections do record fragments of earlier texts, as Barton supposes (at 35), but 
the transmission makes it impossible to rely on the phrasing or the details, particularly if they seem 
unusual. For an effort to place these texts in their historical FRQWH[WVHH%UXQR/HPHVOHµ/HGLVFRXUV
GHO¶eJOLVHDX[WHPSVJUpJRULHQV: évêques et laics dans le Maine aux XI±XIIe VLqFOHVG¶DSUqVOHV$FWXV
3RQWLILFXP¶Annales de la Bretagne, cii (1995). 
23
 2Q+LQFPDU¶VDJH and education, see McKeon, Hincmar, 14. Contemporaries certainly assumed that 
NLQVKLSKDGSOD\HGDSDUWLQ+LQFPDURI/DRQ¶VFDUHHUVHH+LQFPDURI5KHLPVOpusculum LV 
Capitulorum, in Die Streitschriften Hinkmars von Reims und Hinkmars von Laon 869±871, ed. Rudolf 
Schieffer (Monumenta Germanicae Historica [hereafter MGH], Concilia aevi Karolini, iv/2, Hannover 
2003), 306. 
24
 $V+LQFPDURI5KHLPVSXWLWWKHFKXUFKRI5KHLPVKDGHGXFDWHGKLPµDELSVLVXWLWDGLFDP
FXQDEXOLV¶+LQFPDURI5KHLPVOpusculum (ed. Schieffer), 195.  
8 
 
Once securely installed as bishop of Laon, however, Hincmar began to draw 
on his education in ways of which his uncle did not approve, asserting a muscular 
view of episcopal autonomy against not only metropolitan authority but also royal 
power. This led to a complex, long-running set of disputes with Archbishop Hincmar 
DQGZLWK.LQJ&KDUOHVWKH%DOGDQGHYHQWXDOO\WRWKH\RXQJHU+LQFPDU¶VGUDPDWLF
deposition in 871. Happily for the historian, one thing that Hincmar had learned from 
his uncle beyond a sure grasp of canon law was the importance of documentation. 
Both uncle and nephew kept records of their correspondence and other texts; the 
survival, whether as originals or as copies, of the manuscripts in which these texts 
were copied means that we are relatively well-informed on the course of the dispute.25 
,WLVDPRQJVWWKLVPDWHULDOWKDWWKHHYLGHQFHIRU+LQFPDURI/DRQ¶VVHFXODUUHWLQXHLV
preserved.  
 
The documentation names around a dozen or so members of his retinue in 
different contexts. There were certainly however more, and an estimate of a group of 
WKLUW\WRIRUW\PHQLQ+LQFPDU¶VHQWRXUDJHZRXOGSUREDEO\QRWEHIDUZURQJ26 These 
PHQZHUHDV+LQFPDUDQGHYHU\RQHHOVHFDOOHGWKHPµKLVPHQ¶mei homines). 
Although apparently more technical terms like casati homines or vassalli were used 
only seldom in this documentation, these men formed nevertheless a distinctive 
group. They were, for instance, always distinguished from more important figures 
                                                 
25
 Three manuscripts are particularly important for the purposes of this article. Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale (hereafter BnF) MS lat. 2865 is a ninth-century manuscript containing +LQFPDURI5KHLPV¶V
Opusculum that Hincmar of Rheims himself seems to have commissioned as a µZRUNLQJFRS\¶
Streitschriften, ed. Schieffer, 113±6. Paris BnF. MS Lat. 5095 is a ninth-century manuscript from Laon 
ZKLFKSUHVHUYHVWKHRQO\FRS\RI+LQFPDURI/DRQ¶VRotula Prolixa, as well as a number of other 
relevant letters: Streitschriften, ed. Schieffer, 60±1. And Paris BnF. MS Lat. 1594 is a late ninth-
century manuscript from Rheims that is the only copy of the minutes of the Council of Douzy (871) 
and related texts: Die Konzilien der Karolingischen Teilreiche 860±874, ed. Wilfried Hartmann (MGH, 
Concilia aevi Karolini, iv/1, Hannover, 1998), 411±413. 
26
 +LQFPDUZLVKHGWRFRPHWRWKHFRXQFLORI'RX]\µFXPRPQLSOHQLWXGLQHVXRUXPKRPLQXPDUPDWD
PDQX¶EXWZDVDOORZHGRQO\WREULQJWHQRUWZHOYHµGHLSVLVFDVDWLVKRPLQLEXV¶Konzilien 860±874, 
ed. Hartmann, 507.  
9 
 
with whom Hincmar dealt, like counts and the people often termed vassi in 
Carolingian sources, who came from established aristocratic families. Those men 
PLJKWEHLQVWDOOHGRQWKHELVKRSRI/DRQ¶VODQGEXWWKDWZDVXVXDOO\GXHWRWKHLU
personal relationship with the king, not the bishop.27 Hincmar sometimes got on well 
with these people, sometimes not; whatever the case, neither he nor anyone else 
WKRXJKWRIWKHPDVµKLV¶PHQ28  
 
+LQFPDU¶VVHFXODUUHWLQXHZDVDOVRGLVWLQJXLVKHGIURPKLVFOHULFDOVWDIIPDGH
up of archdeacons, provosts and priests, though these also called him their lord 
(senior).29 They were different too from domestic and household servants, who are 
called servientes or sometimes familia, but who are never individually identified. 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly from their own perspective, the men in his 
retinue were clearly distinguished from those who worked the lands of the bishopric, 
who are usually called villani or coloni.30 Of course, it is one thing to note objective 
differences in terminology and quite another to prove collective consciousness. Yet 
                                                 
27
 Compare a charter from Charles the Bald, preserved in Flodoard, Historia Remensis Ecclesiae, ed. 
Martina Stratmann (MGH, Scriptores, xxxvi, Hannover, 1998), 194, in which the king involves himself 
directly in establishing a group of men on Rheims lands; most of the secular men named in this charter 
DUHRIFRPLWDOVWDWXV&I%ULJLWWH.DVWHQµ$VSHNWHGHV/HKQVZHVHQVLQV(LQKDUGV%ULHIH¶LQ+
Schefers (ed.), Einhard. Studien zu Leben und Werk (Darmstadt, 1997), and Charles Odegaard, Vassi 
and Fideles in the Carolingian Empire (Cambridge, 1945). Hincmar of Laon complained that the king 
had obliged him to take on homines: Rotula Prolixa, in Die Streitschriften Hinkmars von Reims und 
Hinkmars von Laon 869±871, ed. Rudolf Schieffer (MGH, Concilia aevi Karolini, iv/2, Hannover, 
2003), 366. It is not clear though whether the king entrusted specific people to the bishop, or whether 
he merely asked him WRLQFUHDVHKLVUHWLQXH7KHIDFWWKDWVRPHRIWKHVHPHQ¶VSDUHQWVKDGWKHPVHOYHV
held land from the bishop (see below) makes the latter more likely. The editor dates this event to 870, 
but 858 is also possible. 
28
 Cf. Hincmar of Rheims, Opusculum HG6FKLHIIHUZKHUHKHGLVWLQJXLVKHVEHWZHHQWKHNLQJ¶V
PHQDQG+LQFPDU¶VPHQ 
29
 For clerics calling Hincmar their senior, see Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 392; Hincmar 
UHJDUGHGRQHRIWKHP+DGXOIDVµVHUYLQJIRU¶proservire) his lands, and Hadulf promised to be 
faithful (fidelis). For the distinction, see for example Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, µVXLFOHULFL
DFVXLYDVVDOOLHWVHUYLHQWHV¶ The relationship was not always entirely amicable: some Laon clerics, 
probably from the cathedral, actually drafted a canon law collection defending their rights against the 
bishop. See Klaus Zechiel-Eckes, Rebellische Kleriker? Eine unbekannte kanonistisch-patristische 
Polemik gegen Bischof Hinkmar von Laon in Cod. Paris, BNF, nouv. acq. lat. 1746 (Hannover, 2009), 
with an excellent introduction. 
30
 For instance, Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 507±8; and Hincmar of Laon, Epistolae, in 
Patrologia Latina, ed. Jacques-Paul Migne, 221 vols. (Paris, 1844±1864), cxxiv, col.1032. 
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+LQFPDU¶s men do seem to have been aware that they were a separate group. They 
called each other µFRHTXDOV¶(comparesDQGWKH\GHIHQGHGHDFKRWKHU¶VLQWHUHVWVLQ
difficult times.31 
 
We have a reasonably clear idea of what this group of men was supposed to 
do. Bishop Hincmar expected them to keep in close contact with him, to serve him 
(servire), and to provide him with advice and support whenever necessary, for 
example by acting collectively in sorting out disputes.32 7KH\DFWHGDV+LQFPDU¶V
escorts and bodyguards, DQGFDUULHGWKHELVKRS¶VOHWWHUVRQKLVEHKDOIDQGWKHLUGXWLHV
could take them far from Laon itself. We know that Hincmar took one of them with 
him on an expedition to the Spanish March, and that he ordered others to take his 
letters to the Pope in Rome. Men like this were also entrusted by the bishop with other 
PLVVLRQVIRUH[DPSOHLQFDUU\LQJWKHFKXUFKRI/DRQ¶VWUHDVXUHVRXWRIKDUP¶VZD\33 
 
%XW+LQFPDU¶VUHWLQXHVHUYHGDVPRUHWKDQMXVWSRVWPHQDQGWUDYHOOLQJ
companions. These men were responsible IRUIXOILOOLQJ+LQFPDU¶VREOLJDWLRQVDV
bishop to his king, some of which were military (an issue to which I shall return). 
They also provided the force for any intimidation that Hincmar deemed necessary. 
For instance, when Hincmar wanted to see a cleric called Hadulf who he guessed 
might not want to see him, he sent his armed followers to ensure Hadulf turned up, 
                                                 
31
 On the compar, see Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 369: µPHLVSURHRSHWHQWLEXV
hominibus¶ 
32
 For their decision-making role, see Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 369, 
complaining of one of his men that he had not come µto any meetings (placita) to consider my 
EXVLQHVV¶µad ulla placita de consiGHUDWLRQHPHDUXPQHFHVVLWDWXP¶. Such placita are evidently to be 
GLVWLQJXLVKHGIURPµSXEOLFDSODFLWD¶WRZKLFK+LQFPDUUHIHUVHOVHZKHUHfor instance Hincmar of Laon, 
Epistolae (ed. Migne), col. 979. For the court service (c.868), see Hincmar of Rheims, Libellus 
Expostulationis Hincmari, in Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 424. Cf. Hincmar of Laon, Epistolae 
(ed. Migne)FROµDVVLVWHQWLEXVSUHVE\WHULVGLDFRQLEXVDFODLFLV¶ 
33
 Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 508 and 525. 
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willingly or otherwise.34 He also sent them to evict a certain Count Nortman and his 
ZLIHZKRZHUHRFFXS\LQJWKHELVKRS¶VODQGVLQ%LVKRS+LQFPDU¶VYLHZLOOHJDOO\
6RPHWLPHVWKLVLQWLPLGDWLRQVSLOOHGRYHULQWRDFWXDOSK\VLFDOYLROHQFH+LQFPDU¶VPHQ
were involved in a death which took place in the process of evicting a certain 
$PDOEHUWIURPWKHELVKRSULF¶VODQG35  
 
In return for this service, these men received personal favours and rewards 
from their lord. Hincmar considered himself personally responsible for them, and 
attempted to use his influence to shield them from formal legal proceedings.36 But 
+LQFPDU¶VIROORZHUVVWRRGWRJDLQPDWHULDOEHQHILWs, besides. Lords were supposed to 
be generous, and as Hincmar put it, his men expected not just subsistence 
(subsistentia), but sufficiency (sufficientia).37 That sufficentia might include gifts of 
valuable objects. Hincmar allegedly went so far as to melt down church gold and 
ornaments to make swords, belts, spurs and other symbols of elite status, including 
trouser buckles (hosobindas).38 A major form of reward however was clearly landed 
property, usually called benefices (beneficia), and made up, so far as we can see, of 
rural estates cultivated by peasants, woods and of churches, all of which were 
managed by these men.39 The sources make no bones about the fact that these men 
served for (proservire or praeservire) their benefices, which were revocable.40  
                                                 
34
 Hincmar of Rheims, Epistolae, in Patrologia Latina, ed. Migne, cxxvi, col. 280. 
35
 µXQXVKRPRIXLWRFFLVXV¶Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 525, perhaps drawing on Hincmar of 
Rheims, Epistolae (ed. Migne), col. 637. 
36
 Hincmar of Rheims, Libellus expostulationis Hincmari (ed. +DUWPDQQµXWPHRVTXLLQQR[LLerant et 
FDXVDPHLRSSULPHEDQWXUSRVVHPOLEHUDUH¶ 
37
 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 366. 
38
 Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 524. On the elite status transferred by such objects, see 
Dominique Barthélemy, µLe FKHYDOHULHFDUROLQJLHQQH¶LQ5pJLQH le Jan (ed.), Le royauté et les élites 
GDQVO¶(XURSHFDUROLQJLHQQHGpEXW,;VLqFOHDX[HQYLURQVGH 9LOOHQHXYHG¶$VFTat 165±
6. 
39
 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 369 and 371, both implying close engagement with 
the land and those living on it, though not necessarily in a formal judicial sense. On benefices, see now 
3DXO)RXUDFUHµ7KH8VHRIWKH7HUP%HQHILFLXPLQ)UDQNLVK6RXUFHVD6RFLHW\EDVHGRQ)DYRXUV"¶LQ
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)LQDOO\WKHGRFXPHQWDWLRQDOORZVXVWRJLYHWKHPHQLQ+LQFPDURI/DRQ¶V
retinue a socio-economic context. One of them, a man named Grivo, was given twelve 
holdings (mansi) by Hincmar, in addition to what his father had held.41 We do not 
NQRZWKHWRWDOVL]HRI*ULYR¶VODQGVKHPD\KDYHKDGVRPHSHUVRQDOODQGVWRREXW
twelve holdings was not an enormous estate. Men like Grivo could rely on their kin to 
support them in confrontations, but do not appear to have had their own personal 
retinues. One has the impression that Grivo and his peers were at the bottom of the 
)UDQNLVKµHOLWH¶EURDGO\GHILQHGWKHNLQGRISHUVRQWKDWWKHFDSLWXODULHVFDOODSRRU
man (pauper), who was always at risk of sliding down the social scale and falling into 
a more dishonourable dependence.42 It was perhaps by holding estates such as those 
dispensed by Bishop Hincmar that such people could distinguish themselves from 
those whose narrower horizons and manual labour excluded them from membership 
of the elite altogether.  
 
III. 
Bishop Hincmar should not be held up as a typical Carolingian lord, partly 
because he was after all a bishop, and partly because to assume that there was a 
µW\SLFDO¶&DUROLQJLDQOord would assert a uniformity that remains to be proved. 
However, there are grounds for treating the relations revealed by this dossier of 
material as at least representative of lordly behaviour in West Francia. In the first 
                                                                                                                                            
Wendy Davies and Paul Fouracre (eds.), The Languages of Gift in the early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 
2010).  
40
 Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann: µ%HQHILFLDTXDHDSXGDQWHFHVVRUHVWXRVHWDSXGWHSURVHUYLHUXQW¶
393. 
41
 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer)µGXRGHFLPPDQVD¶ 370. 
42
 Régine lH-DQµ3DXSHUHV et Paupertas aux IXe et Xe siècles¶, Revue du Nord, i (1968); Etienne 
5HQDUGµ8QHpOLWHSD\VDQQHHQFULVH"/HSRLGVGHVFKDUJHVPLOLWDLUHVSRXUOHVSHWLWVDOOHXWLHUVHQWUH
Loire et Rhin au IXe VLqFOH¶, in Francois Bougard, Laurent Feller and Régine le Jan (eds.), Les élites au 
haut Moyen Age: crises et renouvellements (Turnhout, 2006). 
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place, Hincmar was certainly far from the only Carolingian bishop to have a retinue of 
laymen.43 For instance, a list of nearly thirty Rheims episcopal vassalli is preserved in 
a letter written by the clerics of Rheims in 883, in the wDNHRI+LQFPDURI5KHLPV¶V
death, while the Liber Memorialis of Brescia records the names of ten homines of 
Bishop 5RWKDGRI6RLVVRQVZKRGLHGDW5RPHGXULQJWKHELVKRS¶VVWD\WKHUHLQ
names carefully distinguished from a separate list of Soissons clerics.44 A few years 
earlier, the armed men of another Frankish bishop, in this case Gunthar of Cologne, 
KDGIRUFHGWKHLUZD\LQWR6W3HWHU¶VNLOOLQJDJXDUG in the process.45 Carolingian 
abbots too had military retinues, again separate from those aristocrats who had been 
given monastic lands in precaria by the king, as shown by letters such as those of 
Lupus of Ferrières, and by estate surveys such as the polyptych of the monastery of 
St-Bertin, with its detailed descriptions of the holdings of named caballarii.46  
 
The importance of these church military retinues has been rightly stressed in 
recent work.47 Yet we should not forget that secular aristocrats in the ninth century 
had armed retinues as well; indeed historians have recently surmised that, together 
                                                 
43
 )RUELVKRSV¶UHWLQXHVLQ0HURYLQJLDQ*DXOVHH-.UHLQHUµ$ERXWWKH%LVKRSWKH(SLVFRSDO
Entourage and the Economy of Government in post-5RPDQ*DXO¶Speculum, lxxxvi (2011), esp. 341. 
44
 The Rheims list is edited in Gerhard Schneider, Erzbischof Fulco von Reims (883±900) und das 
Frankenreich (Munich, 1973), 259±261. Rheims milites are recorded in Flodoard, too, quite probably 
in a Carolingian context: see M. Stratmannµ'LH.|QLJV- und Privaturkunden für die Reimser Kirche 
ELVJHJHQ¶Deutsches Archiv, lii (1996), 14±5. For the Brescia list, see Der Memorial- und 
Liturgiecodex von San Salvatore/San Giulia in Brescia, ed. Dieter Geuenich and Uwe Ludwig (MGH, 
Libri Memoriales, nova series iv, Hannover, 2000), at 93.  
45
 Annales de Saint-Bertin, ed. Félix Grat (Paris, 1964), 111. 
46
 Correspondance: Loup de Ferrières, ed. and tr. Léon Levillain, 2 vols. (Paris, 1927±35), for instance 
nos. 15±17 and 111±112. St Bertin: Le Polyptyque de Saint-Bertin, 844-859, ed. F.L. Ganshof (Paris, 
1975); their service is unsurprisingly described as caballicare. Their holdings are presented 
schematically in Joseph Morsel, /¶DULVWRFUDWLH médiévale (Paris, 2004), 82. %DUWKpOHP\µ/DFKHYDOULH
FDUROLQJLHQQH¶VXJJHVWVWKHVHPLJKWEHFRQVLGHUHGµFDYDOLHUVGHVHFRQGH]RQH¶QSee Jean-
Pierre Devroey, Économie rurale et soFLpWpGDQVO¶(XURSHIUDQTXH9,e±IXe siècles) (Paris, 2003), 289±
294 for elites at this level. For precaria verbo regis grants held by well-connected figures (often called 
vassi), the quickest guide remDLQV*LOHV&RQVWDEOHµ1RQDHW'ecima. An aspect of Carolingian 
EFRQRP\¶Speculum, xxxv (1960).  
47
 1RWDEO\1HOVRQµ&KXUFK¶V0LOLWDU\6HUYLFH¶. For instance, in 866 Charles the Bald gathered an 
DUP\µFRQIHFWDPD[LPHGHHSLVFRSLV¶Annales de Saint-Bertin (ed. Grat), 132. 
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with the contributions from the church, it was these followings, and not peasant 
levies, that formed the core of Carolingian armies.48 The evidence for them is 
sketchier than for episcopal retinues, and historians have generally been content with 
pointing to condemnations in royal capitularies; but occasionally they do surface in 
the historical record.49 Narratives of various kinds mention military retinues of 
aristocrats in passing: for example the men of Count Gerald, recorded as assassinating 
his rival in 868 in the Annals of St-Bertin, or, earlier in the ninth century, the 
followers of Rothelinus, a local iudex fisci, who took them along in their armour to 
formal court proceedings IRULQWLPLGDWLRQVL[IHOOIRXORI6DLQW'HQLV¶VZUDWKDQG
died the same day).50 There are occasional documentary traces of these groups, too, 
such as in the will of Count Eccard. First drafted in 876, this will included amongst 
WKHEHQHILFLDULHVDQXPEHURISHRSOHZKRZHUHSUREDEO\WKHFRXQW¶VFOLHQWVRIRQH
kind or another; some, rewarded with gifts of swords and military equipment, might 
well have been men in his personal retinue.51  
 
                                                 
48
 On these secular retinues and the historiography surrounding them, see Nelson, Charles, 60; Régine 
/H-DQµ6DWHOOLWHVHWEDQGHVDUPpHVGDQVOHPRQGHIUDQFVIIIe±Xe VLqFOHV¶LQLe combattant au 
Moyen Age (Paris, 1991), and more recently, Jean-Pierre Devroey, Puissants et misérables: système 
VRFLDOHWPRQGHSD\VDQGDQVO¶(XURSHGHV Francs (VIe±IXe siècles) (Brussels, 2006), 158±161, 186. For 
recent discussion of their role in providing military services, see Guy Halsall, Warfare and Society in 
the Barbarian West (Abingdon, 2003), at 56, 73 and 96. 
49
 As an example of condemnation in capitularies: Capitulare missorum Silvacense (853), in 
Capitularia regum Francorum, ed. A. Boretius and V. Krause, 2 vols (MGH, Hannover, 1893-7), ii, 
QRFKµGHFROOHFWLV¶ 
50Annales de Saint-Bertin s.a. 868 (ed. Grat), 141; Miracula Dionysii II, ch. 33, in Acta Sanctorum 
Ordinis Benedicti, ed. Mabillon et al., 9 vols. (Paris, 1668-LLL7LPRWK\5HXWHU¶VFODVVLF
µ3OXQGHUDQG7ULEXWHLQWKH&DUROLQJLDQHPSLUH¶Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, xxxv 
(1986) has further references. 
51
 Edited in M. Prou, 5HFXHLOGHVFKDUWHVGHO¶DEED\HGH Saint-Benoit, 2 vols. (Paris, 1900±12), i, no. 
27, here at 66. My reading here differs from Olivier %UXDQGµ/DJHVWLRQGXSDWULPRLQHGHVpOLWHVHQ
$XWXQRLV¶LQDominique Barthélemy and Olivier Bruand (eds.), Pouvoirs Locaux dans la France du 
FHQWUHHWGHO¶RXHVW9,,,e±XIe VLqFOHVLPSODQWDWLRQHWPR\HQVG¶DFWLRQ (Rennes, 2004), who interprets 
WKRVHUHFHLYLQJJLIWVRIWUHDVXUHDVWKHµYDVVDX[GHSUHPLHUUDQJ¶On its legal context, Brigitte 
.DVWHQµ(UEUHFKWOLFKH9HUIJXQJHQGHVXQG-DKUKXQGHUWV=XJOHLFKHLQ%HLWUDJ]XU2UJDQLVDWLRQ
und zur Schriftlichkeit bei der Verwaltung adeliger Grundherrschaften am Beispiel des Grafen Heccard 
DXV%XUJXQG¶, Zeitschrift der Savigny-Stiftung für Rechtsgeschichte. Germanistische Abtheilung, cvii 
(1990), especially 326±9. 
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Such gifts of swords hint that retinues of secular lords enjoyed a regime of 
services and rewards similar to that of +LQFPDU¶VUHWLQXH, and there is plenty of 
corroboratory evidence for this inference. Flodoard of Rheims preserves a 
considerable amount of anecdotal evidence for the activities of the followers of 
secular lords in the area around Rheims, mostly in his registers of Hincmar of 
5KHLPV¶VOHWWHUV.52 From these letters, we learn that important secular figures had their 
homines carry out campaigns of violence, sometimes for unspecified reasons, but 
sometimes in pursuit of a specific goal.53 We learn too about homines who had been 
made to perjure themselves for their lords, on account of the servitium they owed;54 
about homines whose lords were protecting them from justice;55 and about homines 
who were LQWLPLGDWLQJZLWQHVVHVRQWKHLUORUG¶VEHKHVW.56 Flodoard also records 
homines being rewarded with land by their lord.57 Elsewhere in Hincmar of Rheims¶V
writings, we hear about Walchano and Lupus, the (possibly even unfree) homines of a 
certain Nivin, ZKRUHVRXUFHIXOO\KLUHGODGGHUVWRKHOS1LYLQ¶VEHORYHGDQXQHVFDSH
from her convent at night; and about the men of Count Baldwin and Count Nortman, 
who delivered messages on their ORUGV¶behalf.58 In short, we can see the retinues of 
secular men carrying out similar tasks, ranging from intimidation to messenger 
service, and receiving similar rewards, such as legal patronage and to some extent 
land, to those documented in the case of Bishop Hincmar of Laon. 
 
                                                 
52
 Flodoard, Historia (ed. Stratmann), notably in III, ch. 26. 
53
 Ibid., 340 for the men of Wipert, with the support of Gangulf, a regis fidelis; and the men of Count 
Achadeus, 345, who had attacked a property of Rheims claimed by the count. 
54
 Ibid., 344. 
55
 Ibid., 343. 
56
 Ibid., 338. 
57
 Ibid., 111. 
58
 Herimund: Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 392. Walchano and Lupus: Hincmar, Opusculum (ed. 
Schieffer), 310. Men of Baldwin: Hincmar of Rheims, Epistolae (ed. Migne), col. 25c. Unnamed homo 
of Nortman: Hincmar of Rheims, Opuscula et Epistolae quae spectant ad causam Hincmari 
Laudunensis, in Patrologia Latina, ed. Migne, cxxvi, col. 494. 
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The records of Hincmar of Rheims, both as mediated through Flodoard and as 
preserved independently, are admittedly unusual in providing material relating to this 
level of society. Other Carolingian letters collections, such as those of Einhard or 
Lupus of Ferrières certainly provide a broad context, in affirming the importance of 
personal, unequal but reciprocal relationships in the Carolingian world; but they 
seldom reach quite so far down the social scale in what they depict, with much more 
to say at about personal connections within the highest levels of the elite (a topic 
which has been well researched).59 There are however some interesting exceptions. 
For instance, BishoS)URWKDURI7RXO¶VOHWWHUVUHYHDOWKHHIIRUWVRIDQLPSRUWDQWEXWQRW
central figure to make use of personal contacts to ease access to the court, whether by 
asking the doorkeeper (ostiarius) of the palace to put in a word for him about a piece 
of property, or by writing to a court chaplain to promote the interests of a new arrival; 
but Frothar also intervened on behalf of one of his own vassalli, whose dependant 
(servus) had abducted a dependant (ancilla) of the bishop of Basel.60 
 
A directly comparable instance is preserved in a relatively little-known 
Carolingian letter collection, that of Bishop Herfrid of Auxerre. This collection 
preserves a letter written in the late ninth century by a woman named Bertrudis, and 
addressed to the bishop. Calling upon him as her domine senior, Bertrudis laments a 
catastrophe that has befallen her, and beseeches the bishop and her other friends 
(amici) to do something to help her, for instance granting her a vineyard. In return, 
                                                 
59
 On &DUROLQJLDQOHWWHUVLQJHQHUDOVHHVWLOO0DUN0HUVLRZVN\µRegierungspraxis und Schriftlichkeit 
im Karolingerreich: Das Fallbeispiel der Mandate und Briefe¶LQ56FKLHIIHUHGSchriftkultur und 
Reichsverwaltung unter der Karolingern (Opladen, 1994). On Einhard, see the superb discussion of 
Matthew ,QQHVµ3UDFWLFHVRI3URSHUW\LQWKH&DUROLQJLDQ(PSLUH¶LQ-HQQLIHU'DYLVDQG0LFKDHO
McCormick (eds.), The Long Morning of Medieval Europe. New Directions in Early Medieval Studies 
(Aldershot, 2008), especially 259±2Q/XSXVVHH7KRPDV1REOHµ/XSXVRf Ferrières in his 
Carolingian CRQWH[W¶LQ$&0XUUD\HG$IWHU5RPH¶V)DOO: Narrators and Sources of Early 
Medieval History. Essays presented to Walter Goffart (Toronto, 1998). 
60
 La FRUUHVSRQGDQFHG¶XQpYrTXHFDUROLQJLHQ)URWKDLUHGH7RXO, ed. Michel Parisse (Paris, 1998), 
here at 97±9, 100, 146±8 (unfortunately the end of the letter is lost). 
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she promises gifts made by her own hand.61 She ends by expressing confidence, 
recalling the ELVKRS¶VORYHIRUKHUVRQ:LGR ZKRZLOOUHPDLQXQGHUWKHELVKRS¶V
authority (sub iure vestro) until his dying days. The social status of Bertrudis and her 
son Wido, both otherwise unknown, is not made clear, but the tenor of the letter 
suggests that, if not quite unfree, these were individuals fairly far down the 
Carolingian social ladder ± yet nevertheless capable of appealing to personal relations 
with members of the elite in cases of need. Carolingian formulary collections preserve 
a few letters which appear to record interactions at this level, too, such as a letter from 
the bishop of Passau requesting a count look into a theft allegedly carried out by his 
own men, and also asking for him to act mercifully to another one of them.62  
 
Given this kind of context, to use the evidence from Laon to confirm that a 
high-status figure had personal relations with free dependants in which virtues of 
loyalty and reciprocity figured highly is to say nothing new, and in fact would 
superficially seem only to add weight to the case for Carolingian lordship. However, 
the evidence from Laon is unusual in that the information it provides goes beyond the 
snapshot ± one letter of intercession, or an isolated incident ± and instead gives some 
indication of the nature of the relationship in context. This permits two characteristics 
of the relation between lord and follower to emerge, which together suggest a 
rethinking of our categories may be advisable. 
 
IV. 
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 Martina 6WUDWPDQQµ'LH%ULHIVDPPOXQJGHV%LVFKRIV+HUIULGYRQ$X[HUUH±909), Deutsches 
Archiv, O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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 Translation (with Latin text, apparently based on the manuscript rather than the MGH edition) and 
insightful discussiRQLQ:DUUHQ%URZQµ&RQIlict, Letters and Personal Relationships in the Carolingian 
Formula CROOHFWLRQV¶Law and History Review, xxv (2007), 333-336. 
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The first of these characteristics is the degree of negotiability of the 
relationship between Hincmar and his men. For instance, it was rumoured that 
Hincmar had asked Grivo to take letters to Rome in the hope that Grivo would offer 
money to be excused the dangerous journey. Having heard this rumour, Grivo simply 
UHIXVHGWRWKHELVKRS¶VIDFHto go. Grivo accepted the principle that he had to go to 
Rome if the bishop needed him to, but did not consider that this obligation could be 
redeemed by a cash payment. In the face of this refusal, Hincmar (who denied he had 
been hoping for cash) was in turn prepared to compromise, offering to let Grivo off 
further messenger duties if he would carry out this particular task.63 The episode 
illuminates how the performance of a specific task was framed through the 
negotiation of expectations, rather than the execution of mutually-understood, clearly-
defined duties. 
 
,IWKHWHUPVRI+LQFPDU¶VVHUYLFHZHUHIOH[LEOHVRWRRZHUHLWVUHZDUGV
Although there was an acknowledged connection between land and service, the 
precise relationship between the two is never spelled out in our documentation. True, 
+LQFPDU¶VXQFOHRQFHVWDWHGWKDWVXFKPHQVKRXOGVHUYHµDFFRUGLQJWRWKHTXDQWLW\RI
WKHLUEHQHILFH¶EXWWKLVZDVSUREDEO\PHDQWDVDURXJKDQd ready measure rather than 
a point of law.64 After all, Hincmar could plausibly claim that he had given these men 
their benefices freely (gratis) (though others claimed that he had demanded money), 
and not as a contractual payment.65 These exchanges were clearly embedded in 
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 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 370. 
64
 µ6HFXQGXPTXDQWLWDWHPEHQHILFLL¶+LQFPDURI5KHLPVQuaterniones, in Patrologia Latina, ed. 
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 /LXGR¶VVRQFODLPHGWKDW+LQFPDUKDGPDGHKLPSD\DQexenium (a kind of gift) in return for his 
IDWKHU¶VEHQHILFH+LQFPDURI5KHLPVQuaterniones (ed. Migne), col. 1035. 
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relations of long-term familiarity. Sometimes it is made clear that the benefices these 
men received had been held by their fathers from previous bishops of Laon, and the 
impression is that it was normal for sons to be rewarded even durinJWKHLUIDWKHUV¶
lifetime, if they looked promising. As Archbishop Hincmar put it in an intervention 
RQKLVQHSKHZ¶VEHKDOIGXULQJDPRPHQWRIUDSSURFKHPHQWµ8QOHVVWKHFDOILVIHGWKH
R[ZLOOQRWEH\RNHGWRWKHSORXJK¶6WLOOHYHQWKHVHSDWHUQDOEHQHIices needed to be 
renewed by the bishop of Laon.66 There was nothing automatic about the process. 
 
On some occasions, Hincmar indeed revoked the grants. When he was 
required to account for his actions, it is revealing that Hincmar justified himself not 
by the breach of a specific rule or particular obligation, but by means of rich 
narratives, which provide much of the evidence adduced above. At the Council of 
Attigny, on Sunday 18 June 870, Hincmar explained that he had stripped one of his 
men, named Ragenard, of his benefice, because Ragenard had failed to come and see 
him for a number of years; he added for good measure that Ragenard had sold the 
woodland on his benefice, and damaged the demesne and church.67 His accusations 
against Grivo were even more vivid. Hincmar claimed that after Grivo had fallen out 
with him over the journey to Rome, he had then notified his neighbours (vicini) that 
they should take whatever they wanted from the woods he held from Hincmar, since 
he realised that he would not hold the benefice much longer. Grivo sold some timber 
to peasants (villaniDQGJDYHVRPHDZD\RXWULJKWVRWKDWZKHQ+LQFPDU¶VHQYR\V
arrived, they found the wood swarming with innumerable peasants (sine numero 
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 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer)µPortuoque patre eius quod habuit beneficium 
LOOLGHGL¶ 
67
 Ibid., 369. 
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villanos), happily chopping down trees.68 The picture Hincmar offers here is of a total 
breakdown of trust, rather than a simple breach of any particular rule. 
  
The fluidity in services and rewards was further manifested in the expression 
of the relationship in its most basic terms. There was no lack of demonstrative 
behaviour between Hincmar and his men, who were familiar with throwing 
WKHPVHOYHVDWWKHELVKRS¶VIHHWWRSOHDGIRUIRUJLYHQHVVRURIIHULQJWRXQGHUJRULWXDO
humiliations (harmiscara), or both.69 Yet there is no mention of any ceremony 
marking tKHHQWU\RIWKHVHILJXUHVLQWR+LQFPDU¶VRUELWDQGWKHUHLVQRUHDVRQWR
assume that a commendation ceremony, the sort of event associated with a famous 
Tours formula, had taken place.70 Hincmar did make his men swear an oath to him ² 
yet this was not a routine measure when they joined his retinue as old ideas of 
Gefolgschaft would have it, but an emergency response to an imminent threat in 869, 
and this controversial step was not anyway confined to his retinue.71 Men such as 
+LQFPDU¶VPRYHGIURPRQHORUGWRDQRWKHUZLWKRXWJUHDWVFUXSOH*ULYRKDGVHUYHG
+LQFPDU¶VSUHGHFHVVRUDVELVKRSRI/DRQ3DUGXOIEXWKDGOHIWKLPDQGFRPPHQGHG
himself to Archbishop Hincmar of Rheims, before later returning to Laon.72 Another 
PDQ¶VVRQZKRKDGEHHQFRPPHQGHGWR+LQFPDUE\KLVIDWKHUOHIWKLVVHUYLFH
µEHFDXVH¶+LQFPDUODWHUH[SODLQHGµ,GLGQRWKDYHDQ\WKLQJE\ZKLFK,FRXOGJLYH
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 Ibid., 370. 
69
 Ibid., 370 and 371. 
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 For a discussion of the historiography built upon document no. 43 of the formulary of Tours, see Rio, 
µ+LJKDQG/RZ¶ 
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 Annales de Saint-BertinµRPQHVTXHKRPLQHVLSVLXVHSLVFRSLLOLEHURVVLELVDFUDPHQWDILHULIHFLW¶, 152: 
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144±156. )RUWKHROGHUYLHZVHH:DOWHU6FKOHVLQJHUµHerrschaft und Gefolgschaft in der germanisch-
deutschen Verfassungsgeschichte¶Historisches ZeitschriftFO[[YL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WUDQVODWHGDVµLord and 
Follower in Germanic Institutional History¶LQ&KH\HWWHHGLordship. Commendation to the king 
may have been a different case: see Hincmar of RheLPV¶VIDPRXVFRPPHQWVRQvassallaticum in 858: 
Konzilien der karolingischen Teilreich, 843-859, ed. Wilfried Hartmann (MGH, Concilia aevi Karolini, 
iii, Hanover, 1984), 425. 
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 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer)µDQWHFHVVRUHPPHXPGLPLVLWHWvobis se 
FRPPHQGDYLW¶ 
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KLPDQRWKHUEHQHILFH¶and entered the service of another, presumably more generous 
bishop, Rothad of Soissons.73 A similar case was discussed in a letter of Archbishop 
Hincmar of Rheims about one of his own dependants, who had apparently tried to 
commend himself to a secular aristocrat named Welf. Archbishop Hincmar was angry 
about this, but his objections were phrased in moral, not legal terms, and again no 
reference was made to any oath.74  
 
The pronounced LQGHWHUPLQDF\RI+LQFPDU¶VORUGVKLSRYHUKLVUHWLQXH
contrasts very clearly with concepts and practices of royal power visible from the very 
same set of sources. In fact, the main reason we know so much about the free clients 
of the bishop in the 860s and 870s is that King Charles intervened directly and 
forcefully in their lives, interventions that became caught up, and so were recorded, in 
the wider dispute. As will become clear, kingship was a far more defined presence in 
WKHVHPHQ¶VOLYHVWKDQZDVany notion of lordship. 
 
V. 
)URP$XJXVWRQZDUGVDVWULQJRI+LQFPDU¶VPHQtui homines, as his 
uncle dubbed them) complained to King Charles that Hincmar had mistreated them by 
unfairly removing their benefices.75 Charles took their complaints seriously, and 
demanded that Hincmar explain his activities before a panel of (secular) judges. We 
know only the cases of Ragenard and Grivo in any detail, and the eventual outcome is 
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 Hincmar of Laon, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 367: µXQGHHWLSVHTXLDQRQKDEHEDPXWDOLDPHL
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 Flodoard, Historia (ed. Stratmann), III, ch. 26, 334±5. 
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870 in Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 393. 
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unclear. But we also know from this seam of material that others, namely Ariulf, 
Amalbert, Eligius and the son of Liudo, made similar complaints to the king, and in 
these cases royal judgement went in their favour.76 We even know something of the 
mechanisms by which that judgement was put into effect, since Charles gave one of 
these men, Eligius, a writ (indiculumZKLFKUHTXLUHG+LQFPDUWRJLYH(OLJLXV¶V
benefice back to him.77 
 
On these occasions, then, the NLQJVWHSSHGLQWRGHIHQG+LQFPDU¶VIROORZHUV
against their lord. On other occasions, however, he acted to discipline them directly, 
RYHUWKHLUORUG¶VKHDG:KHQ+LQFPDUJDYHVRPHODQGWRRQHRIKLVIROORZHUVQDPHG
Teduin that had been awarded to another SHUVRQLQWKHNLQJ¶VFRXUWWKHNLQJEURXJKW
OHJDOSURFHHGLQJVQRWDJDLQVWWKHELVKRS¶VDGYRFDWHRUIRUPDOUHSUHVHQWDWLYHDV
Hincmar argued should have happened, but directly against Teduin himself: allegedly 
Teduin was threatened with death for treason (pro infidelitate regis).78 Likewise, the 
NLQJDUUHVWHG+LQFPDU¶VIROORZHUVIRUWUHVSDVVHYHQWKRXJK+LQFPDUFODLPHGWKH\
KDGEHHQPHUHO\DFFRPSDQ\LQJKLPZKHQKHHQWHUHGVRPHRQH¶VODQGVLQKLVFDSDFLW\
as the diocesan bishop.79  
 
,QVKRUW+LQFPDU¶VPHQZHUe able to appeal directly to the king over their 
ORUG¶VKHDGFRQYHUVHO\WKHLUVHUYLFHWR+LQFPDUGLGQRWSUHYHQWWKHPIURPEHLQJ
judged personally responsible to the king for their actions. These royal interventions 
LQWKHDIIDLUVRI+LQFPDU¶VPHQLQWKH VVKRZ+LQFPDU¶VUHODWLRQVZLWKWKHPDV
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thoroughly subordinated to royal power. It is clearly important therefore to understand 
WKHEDFNJURXQGWR&KDUOHV¶VLQWHUYHQWLRQVGRWKH\VKHGOLJKWRQJHQHUDODVVXPSWLRQV
or were they perhaps the product of exceptional circumstances that make them an 
unsuitable basis for generalising conclusions?  
 
That this was an exceptional matter of political expediency was the argument 
PDGHE\3HWHU0F.HRQ)RU0F.HRQWKHXQGHUO\LQJFDXVHRI&KDUOHV¶VKHDY\-
handed LQWHUYHQWLRQZDV%LVKRS+LQFPDU¶VSRVVHVVLRQDWWKHWLPHRIVHFUHW
SRWHQWLDOO\GDQJHURXVNQRZOHGJHDERXW&KDUOHV¶VSODQVWRDFTXLUHWKHQHLJKERXULQJ
kingdom of his nephew King Lothar II. McKeon supposed that Hincmar was 
threatening to divulge the secret tR&KDUOHV¶VHQHPLHV80 ,Q0F.HRQ¶VUHDGLQJWKH
µUHDO¶VWRU\EHKLQG&KDUOHV¶VLQYROYHPHQWZDVWKHNLQJWDNLQJDGYDQWDJHRID
convenient opportunity to discipline a bishop who was becoming a political liability. 
By implication, the episode tells us little about the routine power or self-
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHNLQJDQGOLWWOHDERXWNLQJVKLS¶VFDSDFLW\WRVKDSHORFDOVRFLHW\ 
 
+RZHYHU0F.HRQ¶VK\SRWKHVLVZDVQRWRQO\IRXQGHGRQWKHTXHVWLRQDEOH
conviction that the Carolingian world was an undifferentiated place where everything 
was inter-related, his assertion that Hincmar possessed secret knowledge was based 
on decidedly fragile evidence.81 7KRXJKSROLWLFVGRXEWOHVVSOD\HGDSDUW&KDUOHV¶V
actions were fundamentally a response to a challenge to how he conceived of his 
                                                 
80
 McKeon, Hincmar, 38 and 127 (cf. Nelson, Charles, 217±8). 
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NLQJVKLSDFKDOOHQJHLQWKHIRUPRI+LQFPDU¶VYHU\SXEOLFDGYRFDF\IRUHSLVFRSDO
independence. 
 
Although Bishop Hincmar allHJHGO\\HDUQHGIRUDOD\PDQ¶VOLIHKHKDGD
strong conception of the dignity and privileges of episcopal office, and this led him to 
WKHFRQYLFWLRQWKDWWKHNLQJ¶VDXWKRULW\RYHUKLVDFWLRQVDVELVKRSVKRXOGEHvery 
limited.82 In part, his position was justified by ancient canon law, but it was also based 
on texts of altogether more recent vintage, known today as the False or Pseudo-
Isidorian Decretals, with whose production Hincmar may have been involved.83 
Emphasising the privileges of the diocesan bishop, these decretals stated that the 
authority of the metropolitan over suffragan bishops was effectively nominal, that 
bishops could not legitimately be brought to justice in a secular court, and, crucially, 
WKDWWKHGLVSRVLWLRQRIFKXUFK¶VODQGZDVWKHELVKRS¶VGHFLVLRQDQGKLVDORQH84 In 
+LQFPDU¶VYLHZSHUKDSVVKDUHGZLWKRWKHUELVKRSVWRRWH[WVOLNH3VHXGR-Isidore 
insulated himself and his men from royal authority, since he should be allowed to do 
whatever he liked with the resources of his church.85  
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83
 Old canon law: µ(SLVFRSXVHFFOHsiasticarum rerum habeat SRWHVWDWHP¶ cited by the Dionysio-
Hadriana collection as ch. 25 of the Council of Antioch (341). Hincmar of Laon cited this in Rotula 
Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 366.  
84
 H. Fuhrmann, Einfluss und Verbreitung der pseudoisidorischen Fälschungen: von ihrem Auftreten 
bis in die neuere Zeit (Stuttgart, 1972±4) remains the the essential background to Pseudo-Isidore; for an 
update, see W. Hartmann and G. Schmitz (eds.), Fortschritt durch Fälschungen? (Hannover, 2002), 
and now the new study by Zechiel-Eckes, Rebellische Kleriker?, cited above, n. 29. 
85
 For example, Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 392, in which Hincmar of Laon asks his uncle to 
UHTXHVWRIWKHNLQJµXWLOOH>+LQFPDU@SRVVLWUHVGHVXDHFFOHVLDRUGLQDUHHWLOOLHDVOLFHDW«GLVSRQHUHHW
JXEHUQDUH¶DQGWKUHDWHQLQJWRZLWKGUDZKLVµWHPSRUDOVHUYLFH¶IURPWKHNLQJ$VWXG\RIDGRVVLHURI
WH[WVGUDZQWRJHWKHUE\+LQFPDUZLWKWKHVHJRDOVLQPLQGLVSURYLGHGE\*6FKPLW]µ'LH$SSHQGL[
'DFKHULDQDH0HWWHQVLV%HQHGLNWXV/HYLWDXQG+LQNPDUYRQ/DRQ¶Zeitschrift für Rechtsgeschichte, 
Kanonistisches Abteilung, xcii (2006). )RU$UFKELVKRS+LQFPDU¶VFRQILGHQWLDOGLDJQRVLVRI+LQFPDURI
/DRQ¶VPRWLYHVVHH+LQFPDURI5KHLPVLibellus Expostulationis Hincmari (ed. Hartmann), 459. 
25 
 
The problem was that this attitude was wholly incompatible with a principle 
FHQWUDOWR&KDUOHVWKH%DOG¶VNLQJVKLSWKHSRZHURIWKHNLQJWKHrex francorum, over 
all free Franks.86 That Frankishness mattered much to Charles, perhaps even more 
than to his predecessors, is shown by the oath to him as king that he demanded in 854. 
Whilst working within a long tradition of royal oaths, Charles was the first 
Carolingian ruler to specify that those swearing the oaths were Franks, franci, in this 
way conspicuously breaking with precedent.87 Charles seems to have had in mind 
here not merely the aristocrats and elites, but the liberi hominesWKHµIUHHPHQ¶
Clearly distinguished from those of lower social status, labelled as villani, coloni or 
servi, it is widely accepted now that such liberi homines were not necessarily either 
tenants on royal land or immediate royal dependants, but rather represented a broad 
stratum of society in the Frankish world.88  
 
Under Charles the Bald, the traditional association between these PHQ¶V
liberty and their ethnicity as Franks seems in fact to have strengthened. Whereas the 
dependent peasantry in Francia were never described as Franks (and were often 
contrasted with them), the term liberi homines was for Charles the Bald and his court 
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essentially synonymous with franci homines.89 For instance, when Charles cited 
previous capitularies in the Edict of PîWUHVRIKHWXUQHGWKHRULJLQDOWH[W¶Vliberi 
homines into Franks, Franci; he had already done much the same with a capitulary of 
Louis the Pious in 844.90 This latter text suggests that the issue was not simply one of 
ethnicity: men who are explicitly described as Gothi or Hispani were nevertheless 
XUJHGWRFDUU\RXWPLOLWDU\VHUYLFHµOLNHWKHRWKHU)UDQNV¶,Q&KDUOHVWKH%DOG¶V
kingdom, to be free was to be a Frank, almost like a class label.91 This in turn meant 
being in a direct relationship with the king himself, the rex Francorum, in ways 
familiar from other post-Roman ethnicities, and celebrated by the Frankish heritage, 
µDFFRUGLQJWRWKHODZRIWKH)UDQNV¶92  
 
7KDWUHODWLRQVKLS¶VPRVWLPSRUWDQWPDQLIHVWDWLRQZDVWKURXJKPLOLWDU\VHUYLFH
demanded from liberi homines throughout the ninth century.93 For Bishop Hincmar, 
men like Grivo and RagenaUGZHUHµKLV¶DQGQRRQHHOVH¶V but for King Charles they 
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 See Bas van Bavel, Manors and Markets. Economy and Society in the Low Countries, 500±1600 
(Oxford, 2010), 57±61. As an example of the distinction, King Charles the Bald levied tolls in 866 
from various kinds of mansi (ingenuiles and serviles), and, separately, the heribannum µGHRPQLEXV
)UDQFLV¶Annales de Saint-Bertin (ed. Grat), 125±6; the (QJOLVKWUDQVODWLRQVXSSOLHVWKHDGMHFWLYHµIUHH¶
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HGVSocial Identity in early medieval Britain (London, 
2000).  
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 Edict of Pîtres: Capitularia, ed. Boretius and Krause, ii, no. 273, 322, ch. 28 (cf. Capitularia, ed. 
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Capitularia, ed. Boretius and Krause, ii, no. 256, 259, ch. 1. 
91
 On this sense of Frankishness as a status label, not merely an ethnicity, see Barthélemy, µ/Dchevalrie 
&DUROLQJLHQQH¶, 169DQGPRVWUHFHQWO\7)DXONQHUµ&arolingian Kings and the Leges BDUEDURUXP¶
Historical Research, lxxxvi (2013), 449±450. Aristocratic traits are often associated with Frankish 
ethnicity in other ninth-century texts too, for instance hunting: see for example Gesta Dagoberti, ed. 
%UXQR.UXVFK0*+6FULSWRUHVUHUXP0HURYLQJLFDUXPLL+DQQRYHUµXWJHQWL
)UDQFRUXPPRULVHVW¶2QWKHFRQQHFWLRQRIWKHliberi homines to the king, see Devroey, Puissants, 
330±1. 
92
 For the quotation, Libellus Expostulationis Karoli, in Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, 420. On the 
JHQWLOHEDVLVRI)UDQNLVKNLQJVKLSVHH1HOVRQµ.LQJVKLSDQG(PSLUH¶HVSDQGRQ&DUROLQJLDQ
interest in Lex Salica, Rosamond McKitterick, The Carolingians and the Written Word (Cambridge, 
1989), 40±2QWKHEDFNJURXQGWRWKHµHWKQLFLVDWLRQ¶RIWKH5RPDQ:HVWDQGWKHLPSOLFDWLRQVIRU
ideas of freedom and kingship, see Matthew ,QQHVµ/DQG)UHHGRPDQGWKH0DNLQJRIWKH0HGLHYDO
:HVW¶Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, xvi (2006).  
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 )RULPSRUWDQWHYLGHQFHRQWKLVPDWWHUVHH$ODLQ6LJRLOORWµ/HVOLEHULKRPLQHVGH6DLQW-Germain-des 
3UpV¶Journal des Savants 2008, esp. 270±1.  
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ZHUHWKHµIUHHPHQRIWKHELVKRSULFRI/DRQ¶DFRUHFRPSRQHQWRIWKH)UDQNLVKDUP\
and as such were liable to be directly summoned to royal service, for example to 
prepare to defend the homeland (patria) against the Vikings.94 The only complaint of 
+LQFPDU¶VDERXWKLVhomines to which King Charles and his court were sympathetic 
ZDVWKDW5DJHQDUGKDGOHIW+LQFPDU¶VHVFRUWZKHQWKHELVKRSZDVRQUR\DOEXVLQHVVLQ
WKH6SDQLVK0DUFK7R+LQFPDU¶VLUULWDWLRQEHFDXVHKHWKRXJKWLWZDV deliberately 
ignoring the matter of episcopal authority), this was deemed desertion from royal 
service, and treated as a crucial fact for the case.95 
 
6RZKLOH&KDUOHV¶VLQWHUYHQWLRQZDVdoubtless sparked by the political crisis 
instigated by an intransigent bishop, the point that Charles was hammering home in 
this case as he had in others ZDVSUHFLVHO\WKDW+LQFPDU¶VVWDWXVDVELVKRSZDV
LUUHOHYDQW+LQFPDU¶VPHQZHUHIUHHPHQliberi) who could accordingly also be 
thought of as Franks (Franci).96 They might well have obligations towards other 
Franks such as the lord to whom they were commended, and if so these ought to be 
respected.97 In this Charles was simply following Carolingian tradition, which 
generally promoted obligations of fidelity.98 However, as their king, Charles claimed 
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 For the army service, see Council of Douzy 871 (as n. 33 above), 507 DQGDOVRWKHFRXQFLO¶VHSLVFRSDO
OHWWHU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the homines liberi episcopii Laundunensi, see Hincmar of Rheims, Libellus expostulationis Hincmari 
(ed. Hartmann), 426.  
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 Hincmar, Rotula Prolixa (ed. Schieffer), 369. Cf. again for the general point of immediate royal 
FRQQHFWLRQ/H-DQµ6DWHOOLWHV¶2QHeerflucht, whose most famous example in this period is that of 
Tassilo, see Becher, Eid, 45. 
96
 See Flodoard, Historia, III ch. 18, 256, for evidence suggesting a similar controversy between the 
king and Bishop Rothad of Soissons. 
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 For the reference to commendation, Libellus expostulationis Karoli, in Konzilien 860±874, ed. 
Hartmann, 420, and ibid.IXUWKHUHPSKDVLVHGWKDW+LQFPDU¶VFOHULFVµDFVXLYDVVDOOLHW
VHUYLHQWHV¶VKRXOGSHUIRUPWKHµGHELWXPREVHTXLXPVLFXWVHQLRULHWHSLVFRSL¶ 
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 For a discussion of fidelity in capitulary legislation, see Stone, Morality, esp. 191±4 (cf. below, n. 
136). Note however that often capitularies read as reinforcing lordship may in reality be about loyalty 
to kings. For instance, ch. 9 of the Capitulare missorum in Theodonis villa datum (Capitularia, ed. 
Boretius and Krause, i, no. 44, 124) is regularly cited in discussions of Carolingian lordship, because it 
VWDWHVWKDWQRRQHZLOOVZHDURDWKVRIOR\DOW\H[FHSWWRWKHNLQJDQGµKLVRZQORUG¶unicuique proprio 
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the right to a direct relationship that overrode any alternative relationships or 
dependencies.99 It was to impress this principle that Charles sent agents (missi) to 
REOLJH+LQFPDU¶VPHQWRPDNHRUWRUHQHZWKHLURDWKWRWKHNLng ² the only oath 
that these men took upon which any weight was put.100 When Hincmar protested, the 
predictable answer could be and was made that these were Franci homines, who were 
able to represent themselves.101  
 
,WZDV+LQFPDU¶VVWULGHQWDVVHUWLRQRIHSLscopal autonomy that provoked King 
Charles into issuing one of the clearest Carolingian statements about royal power over 
free men, in the capitulary of Pîtres of 869. If bishops acted unjustly to their clergy, 
that was something to be dealt with by the appropriate church procedures. But if 
bishops acted unjustly to their laity, then they were subject to royal authority in the 
matter: in this respect, their consecration did not mark them out.102 As we have seen, 
and as Hincmar found out, this was not merely a theoretical point. The relationship of 
+LQFPDU¶VUHWLQXHWRWKHNLQJZDVZKHQLWFDPHWRLWPRUHGHILQLWHDQGFORVHO\
conceptualised than their relationship to their lord, even a lord armed with the latest 
                                                                                                                                            
seniore%XWWKDWORUGFRXOGZHOOKDYHRQHRI&KDUOHPDJQH¶VVRQVFHrtainly both oaths are deemed to 
EHIRUWKHNLQJ¶Vutilitas. See further Becher, Eid, 159. 
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 Cf. Eckhard Müller-Mertens, Karl der Grosse, Ludwig der Fromme und die Freien. Wer waren die 
liberi homines der karolingischen Kapitularien (742/743±832)? (Berlin, 1963), esp. 60, 72±4, together 
with the critical evaluation on methodological grounds in Johannes Schmitt, Untersuchungen zu den 
µliberi homines¶GHU.DUROLQJHU]HLW(Frankfurt, 1977), summarised at 245±7. 
100
 Libellus expostulationis Karoli (as n. 97, above), 418; ch. 4. Cf. the oath in Capitularia, ed. Boretius 
and Krause, ii, no. 261, 278. 
101
 Hincmar of Rheims, Libellus expostulationis Hincmari (ed. Hartmann), ch. 14, 437. The case of a 
dependant of Rothad of Soissons has similar implications: despite the support of King Louis the 
German and of the prominent aristocrat Rodulf, he was not able to see King Charles, for fear of being 
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5RWKDG¶VLQVWUXFWLRQ)ORGRDUG Historia, 235. 
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 Capitulary of Pîtres 869, ch. 5, in Konzilien 860±874, ed. Hartmann, µXWHSLVFRSLFRPLWLEXV
missis et vassis nostris, sed et suis ipsis subditis, tam clericis quam laicis, et comitum ac vassallorum 
nostrorum hominibus, paternam benignitatem secundum suum ministerium et debitum honorem ac 
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VDQFWDHOHJHVWDPPXQGDQDHTXDPHFFOHVLDVWLFLHWFDSLWXODDYLHWSDWULVQRVWULGHFHUQXQW¶'HVSLWHWKH
final words, the editor notes in n. 17 that no precise basis for this legisation is known. 
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FDQRQODZWKDWLVZK\+LQFPDU¶VFRQWURORYHUµKLVPHQ¶EHJDQWREUHDNGRZQXQGHU
pressure from the king.103 
 
VI. 
Having characterised something of the relationship between Hincmar and his 
men, with particular reference to its negotiability and the role of the king, the question 
arises of whether any of this was distinct from later conditions. The answer might at 
first glance seem to be no. Bishops of Laon continued to fall out with kings, 
spectacularly so in the cases of Adalbero (970±c.1030) or Waldric (1106±1112); and 
after a brief struggle in the 890s, resolved by the dramatic execution in Laon of a 
certain Waltger, kings visited Laon perhaps more than ever before, at least before the 
FKDQJHVZURXJKWE\+XJK&DSHW¶VDFFHVVLRQWRWKHNLQJVKLSLQ104 Moreover, as 
elsewhere in post-Carolingian Europe, the bishops of Laon continued to have military 
retinues, sometimes on a quite considerable scale.105 
 
Some of these resemblances are however more apparent than real. To begin 
ZLWKGHVSLWHWKHLUSUR[LPLW\DQGQRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ/DRQ¶VUHSXWDWLRQDVDUR\DOFLW\ 
post-Carolingian kings actually impinged far less on its bishops than had their ninth-
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 Konzilien 860±874, +LQFPDUVXPPRQHGµVXRVKRPLQHV¶WRFRPHRQD6DWXUGD\WRGLVFXVV
various things, but they simply did not turn up. 
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 Guibert of Nogent, Autobiographie, III ch. 6 (ed. Labande)µPDQXVHTXHVWULV¶For wider 
UHIHUHQFHVWRHSLVFRSDOUHWLQXHV7LPRWK\5HXWHUµ)LOLLPDWULV nostrae pugnant adversum nos: Bonds 
and Tensions between German Prelates and their MLOLWHVLQWKH+LJK0LGGOH$JHV¶LQChiesa e mondo 
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century forebears.106 Charles the Bald boasted of having donated around two thousand 
holdings to the bishopric, and though few Carolingian charters for Laon now survive, 
we know they had once existed.107 There is a conspicuous lack of evidence for 
comparable royal generosity in later periods, and good reason to suppose that this lack 
of evidence is not simply an accident of preservation. A charter issued by King Odo 
around 890, committing not to stay there without WKHELVKRS¶Vexpress permission, 
signals a royal disengagement with the bishopric that is borne out by later sources.108 
A later Laon necrology, for instance, that records some tenth- and even ninth-century 
benefactorsLQFOXGLQJ+LQFPDU¶VRZQVXFFHVVRU%LVKRS'LGRGRHVQRWPHQWLRQDQ\
royal grant except for some vineyards from Queen Gerberga; later royal charters seem 
to confirm that no other donations had in fact been made.109 General confirmation of 
this picture is provided by a text probably written in Laon in the 960s, the Dialogus de 
Statu Ecclesiae, which depicts a world where the king was simply not locally 
important (and indeed would not be again, until the twelfth century).110 In its extended 
discussion of the relations between bishops and their dependants, there is not a word 
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interpolated in the twelfth century, so the absence of charters might have extended still longer. 
110
 Heinrich /|ZHµ'LDORJXVGHVWDWXVDQFWDHHFFOHVLDHDas Werk eines Iren im Laon des 10 
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DERXWWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIOREE\LQJWKHNLQJRULQGHHGRIWKHNLQJ¶VLQYROYHPHQWLQWKLV
relationship at all.  
 
To this should be added the remarkable evidence provided by the ninth-
century manuscript known as Laon, Bibliothèque Municipale 67. This commentary on 
the Gospel of Matthew was in Laon in the ninth century, and it has remained there 
ever since. At some point, traditionally and perfectly plausibly during the episcopate 
of Bishop Adalbero (who died around 1030)DµWUXFHRI*RG¶WH[WZDVFRSLHGLQWR
it.111 The earliest of a group of similar texts, it set out defined periods of time in which 
assaults and violence were not to take place within the diocese.112 While is true that 
the king retained a privileged place in this scheme, since only he was allowed to carry 
out military action during these times, he and his followers were nevertheless viewed 
as outsiders, riding through the region.113 Moreover, the entire thrust of the text 
presupposes violence which the king is either unable or unwilling to control, and 
which a bishop is using his pastoral powers to regulate instead. Such texts do not 
imply anarchy, but they do give the impression of a perception that kings were now 
hands-off, unlike in the days of King Charles. Meanwhile, the Frankishness that had 
been so important for the ninth-century debates had all but disappeared; of the 
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connections between ethnicity, freedom and kingship so prominent during the reign of 
Charles, there is not a whisper.114 
 
If the relations between bishop and king had changed, then so too, inevitably, 
had the relations between the bishop and his followers, which seem to have become 
increasingly formalised. By the mid or later eleventh century, there is some reason to 
VXSSRVHWKDWWKHELVKRS¶VUHWLQXHPD\KDYHEHHQSDUWLFLSDWLQJLQDULWXDORIHQWU\LQWR
his service, exactly the kind of ceremony conspicuous by its earlier absence.115 A few 
GHFDGHVODWHUZHKDYHWKHILUVWUHIHUHQFHWRWKHELVKRSRI/DRQ¶Vcuria or judicial 
court, an institution that would be frequently mentioned thereafter.116 Meanwhile, the 
way in which the bishop distributed land had changed. Surviving episcopal charters 
IURPWKHWHQWKDQGHOHYHQWKFHQWXULHVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHELVKRS¶VUHWLQXHZHUH
comfortably established in their benefices, even to the point of being capable of 
making donations of them, a far cry from the highly provisional situation of the 
860s.117  
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To some extent this points to a change in the character of the episcopal 
entourage, which now included influential local figures.118 Yet more than that, the 
ZD\WKDWWKLVODQGZDVQRZKHOGLQFKDLQVRIWHQXUHµGHVFHQGLQJ¶IURPWKHELVKRS
WKURXJKRQHRUPRUHLQWHUPHGLDWHOHYHOVWREHµKHOG¶E\DWKLUGRUIRXUWKSDUW\
suggests that the politics of benefice-giving had by the early twelfth century become 
DOWRJHWKHUPRUHFRPSOH[DQGOD\HUHGZLWKKLQWVWKDWµEHQHILFH¶ZDVEHFRPLQJDPRUH
specialised, almost technical term.119 In one remarkable charter, the bishop of Laon 
confirmed a charter granting land at Éparcy which included land held in fief (feodi) by 
milites. The charter set out that notwithstanding the grant, these milites were entitled 
to remain in their land; they merely had to do homage (hominium) to the new 
owner.120  
 
The appearance of what might be called a specialised vocabulary of lordship is 
prefigured by hints that contemporaries were beginning from the eleventh century to 
have a concept similar to the modern notion of lordship, as an abstraction. One key 
illustration of this is provided by a charter from around 1046, in which Bishop Gibuin 
(1035±50) of Laon heard complaints that his miles Garnerus had abused the advocatio 
KHKDGLQEHQHILFHWRH[WUDFWµH[FHVVLYHDQGXQIDLUFXVWRPV¶RYHUODQGVRIWKH
cathedral.121 Advocatio here denotes not the ownership of these lands, but an abstract 
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,QJHQHUDOVHH)RXUDFUHµ7KHXVHRIWKHWHUP
beneficium¶ 
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power over them. This is precisely the kind of abstraction that is missing from the 
DEXQGDQWHYLGHQFHIRU+LQFPDU¶VUHODWLRQVZLWKKLVIROORZHUV122 
 
VII. 
The evidence for the retinue of Bishop Hincmar offers a relatively detailed 
picture of an informal relationship between a lord and dependants who were not 
slaves, buttressed by expectations of loyalty and generosity. It therefore confirms, but 
also fills out, the broader picture of unequal personal relationships, marked by 
expectations of faithfulness on one side and of rewards on the other, which were 
undoubtedly widespread, powerful and important in Carolingian Francia, as shown by 
texts ranging from letters collections to royal capitularies.123 In some ways, this might 
seem to represent just the kind of authentically ninth-century material required to 
VKRZWKDWORUGVKLSZDVLQGHHGµDOUHDG\¶ present. Yet looked at more closely, and with 
later conditions in mind, difficulties with such an interpretation become apparent. Is 
lordship really the best way of thinking about these relationships?  
 
To begin with, we should remember that lordship is a loaded word, one which 
by its very nature inscribes the pre-modern onto the evidence. Problematic in its own 
terms, a further consequence of this periodising force is, ironically, a certain degree of 
anachronism.124 Just as the Brunnerian notion of Herrschaft implies the later 
emergence of the modern state, to which it acts as the status quo ante, so too 
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 For further discussion of this growing abstraction, see my Reframing the Feudal Revolution. 
Political and Social Transformation between Marne and Moselle, c.800 ± c.1100 (Cambridge, 2013), 
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 For a recent discussion of the difficulties of periodisation, Carol Symesµ:KHQZHWDONDERXW
MRGHUQLW\¶American Historical Review, cxvi (2011). The most developed study of the constitutive 
relation between the medieval and modern as concepts is Kathleen Davis, Periodization and 
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historians who use lordship to avoid talking about the state are really still framing 
their discussions in its terms, merely at one remove.125 Lordship is not a way of 
bypassing tedious questions about the state, it is a category of analysis that is 
predicated on a particular dogmatic answer to those questions. A denial that Charles 
WKH%DOG¶V)UDQFLDZDVDVWDWHLQDIRUPUHFRJQLVDEOHWRXVas the notion of lordship 
intrinsically implies, is to measure by modern standards just as much as to proclaim 
the opposite. 
 
Still more problematic than the imposition of periodisation is however the 
essentialising work of lordship, as both term and concept. As discussed above, 
historians have seized upon lordship as an alternative to formal, µLQVWLWXWLRQDO¶NLQGV
of power such as vassalage, which it is widely agreed is more a creation of legally-
minded historians than an early medieval reality; in other words, they have advocated 
what could be considered DµZHDN¶YHUVLRQRIORUGVKLSLQSODFHRIDVWURQJ126 Yet we 
might do well here to consider some of the criticism made of the German concept of 
Herrschaft. This too was conceived initially as a means of bypassing arid and unreal 
legalist constructions of the medieval past. In reality, though, far from acting as a 
transparent window onto past realities, the approach of Brunner and his colleagues 
has been shown to have projected assumptions from certain strands of pre-war 
German thought upon them. Representing late medieval society from the point of 
view of the dominant, Herrschaft theorists systematically elided social conflict by 
obliterating the heterogeneity of medieval power relations.127 As a result, critics have 
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 A classic discussion of the importance of royal power for an understanding of lordship is provided 
by J. Bean, From Lord to Patron: Lordship in Late Medieval England (Manchester, 1989). I am 
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VXJJHVWHGWKDWµORUGVKLSWKHRU\¶EHFDPHDNLQGRIGLVJXLVHGPHWD-institution, a 
constitutional history by other means; ironically, much the same kind of criticism as 
these very same historians had pioneered against feudalism.128 
 
Much the same point could be made of the supposedly non-institutional 
version of lordship: it throws institutionalisation out of the front door, only to let it in 
again, in modified form, through the back.129 To use an abstract noun necessarily 
LPSOLHVWKHUHLVµVRPHWKLQJ¶WREHGHVFULEHGYet it is not clear that this really reflects 
Carolingian realities. There was after all no clear-cut terminology of lordship in the 
evidence concerning Hincmar, or for matter in the Carolingian period more broadly. 
Senior, IRULQVWDQFHGLGQRWDOZD\VPHDQµORUG¶LWZDVDZRUGRIUHVSHFWDSSOLHGWRDOO
kinds of different figures, without any implication that they shared a common mode of 
power.130 Still less was there an abstraction in the Carolingian period which could be 
XQGHUVWRRGDVPHDQLQJORUGVKLSHYHQLQWKHµZHDN¶VHQVH7KH/DWLQdominium is 
rarely to be found, and in any case had in the ninth century a range of meanings, not 
                                                                                                                                            
³.RQNUHWH2UGQXQJ´XQG6SUDFKHGHU=HLW¶LQ3HWHU6FK|WWOHUHG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Legitimationswissenschaft 1918-1945 (Frankfurt, 1998). For a specifically Carolingian critique, see 
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2UGQXQJLP)UDQNHQUHLFKGHV-DKUKXQGHUWV¶Ln Airlie, Pohl and Reimitz (eds.), Staat, and his 
Episcopus: Wissen über Bischöfe im Frankenreich des späten 8 bis frühen 10 Jahrhunderts (Ostfildern, 
2008), esp. 30±34, with further references. 
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HYLGHQFHEXWWKHLQIOXHQFHRI%UXQQHU¶VHerrschaft is still prominent. See Verena Epp, Amicitia: zur 
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Francois Bougard, Hans-Werner Goetz, and Régine Le Jan (eds.), Theorie et pratiques des élites au 
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least the old Roman one of property.131 References in ninth-century texts to 
senioratus, an abstraction derived from senior, are not only infrequent (I have found 
just ten in total), but often concern royal power or manual labourers and moreover are, 
with one exception, references to very specific instances.132 
 
Of course, as Susan Reynolds famously observed, we need to distinguish 
between words, concepts and things.133 We cannot conclude that there was no 
Carolingian concept of lordship just because the Carolingians had no word for it (any 
more than we can conclude that they did not have a state for that reason).134 Yet 
HYLGHQFHIRUVRPHWKLQJWKDWFRXOGEHFRQYLQFLQJO\GHVFULEHGDVDµFRQFHSWRI
ORUGVKLS¶LVDFWXDOO\VWULNLQJO\± and revealingly ± hard to find.135 As Hincmar was 
FHUWDLQO\KLVPHQ¶VORUGWKHLUsenior, and their relationship was close, important and 
often intense. But his control RYHUWKHPµDVORUG¶GRHVQRWVHHPWRKDYHEHHQGHILQHG
by anything more than powerful but generic moral platitudes about loyalty and 
generosity. As we have seen, there was neither any distinctive essence to it, nor did 
any unequivocal consequences flow from it: it was a matter purely for negotiation. 
This fits well with the broader Carolingian evidence, too, and it is conspicuous that 
such relationships were only glancingly addressed in law codes or capitularies (and 
usually only in relation to kings).136  
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Niermeyer, Mediae Latinitatis lexikon minus, 2 vols. (Leiden, 1954±77), ii, 1250.  
133
 Reynolds, Fiefs, 12. 
134
 For a recent set of discussions, see Walter Pohl and Veronika Wieser (eds.) Der frühmittelalterliche 
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If there was no coherent concept of lordship, this was not the result of a 
Carolingian inability to conceive of clearly defined forms of power altogether. 
µ'LVKRQRXUDEOH¶GHSHQGHQFHbetween lords and those who worked the fields was 
increasingly being expressed through formalised property relations.137 More to the 
point in the present case, the power wielded by both bishops and kings was 
increasingly elaborated in this period, too.138 Compared to these, ideas of the relations 
between lord and follower were vague and undeveloped. Indeed, most of the 
normative evidence for followers and retinues, even when not directly about royal 
followers, is fundamentally shaped by kingship and the status of the free man, while 
the only use of senioratus in a generalising sense is as a rhetorically improvised 
equivalent for the far better defined potestas episcopi.139 It is not therefore mere 
FRLQFLGHQFHWKDWWKHHYLGHQFHIRU+LQFPDU¶VORUGVKLSGLVFXVVHGDERYe is embedded 
within arguments about canon law and royal authority over free Franks: this was how 
the matter was perceived by contemporaries.  
 
                                                                                                                                            
free dependency is Lex Ribuaria (ed. Buchner), 87. Obsequium perhaps here means retinue, with the 
text addressing litigation over acts committed as part of that retinue: cf. Capitularia, ed. Boretius and 
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On the basis of the Laon evidence, set in its wider context, to assume that 
there was such a thing as lordship in late Carolingian Francia in fact hinders the 
investigation of how informal personal relations, conditioned by undoubtedly 
powerful moral values, continued to be shaped by a kingship that could evidently 
mobilise remarkable resources, both ideological and material, as it struggled to 
integrate new and disruptive articulations of the place of the church and its leaders in 
wider Frankish society. Suggesting that within the relations between lords and 
dependants there was something stable and consistent enough to warrant an 
abstraction, even if hedged about with qualifiers (WDONLQJRIµSUDFWLFHV¶RI lordship, or 
HPSKDVLVLQJLWVµIOXLGLW\¶), is to go beyond what the evidence really permits. To treat 
ORUGVKLSDVDµUHDOLW\¶ is to impose an artificial unity on an inchoate, undefined set of 
processual relationships that were in reality interstitial, and then to animate this 
categorisation, endowing it with agency and a life of its own.  
 
Reification of this kind is of course a constant peril for the historian, whose 
terminology always threatens to over-categorise and over-define complex, fluid 
realities. What however elevates the problem from mere nominalist quibbling into 
something more significant in this particular instance is that a programmatic 
application of this notion of lordship to the Carolingian period actively obscures 
important processes of historical change, in the course of which a more coherent set 
of relations actually did emerge.140 As we have seen, both vocabularies and practices 
that might justify a notion of lordship are increasingly clear from eleventh- and 
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twelfth-century Laon, as indeed from elsewhere in western Europe.141 To talk of 
+LQFPDU¶VORUGVKLSRYHUKLVPHQtherefore masks great differences between his 
situation and that of, say, Bishop Gibuin or Bishop Elinand (1052±1095), let alone 
later Laon bishops imperiously demanding oaths from their followers in their 
courts.142  
 
Viewed in this way, it is not surprising that many historians who have 
enthusiastically adopted the concept of lordship, like Richard Barton, find it difficult 
to see much evidence for change in social practice between the Carolingian period 
and Europe in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.143 Objectifying disparate, fluid 
relationships in the ninth century into Dµpractice of lordship¶ with explanatory power 
inevitably renders the emergence of a reified lordship in the twelfth effectively 
undetectable. µ/RUGVKLS¶turns out indeed to have been there already: but only because 
historians created it, and put it there. 
 
VIII. 
Historians need to incorporate affective, interpersonal and unequal 
relationships into their analysis of past societies; but approaching the non-
institutionalised exercise of power is always a very delicate business, perpetually 
prone to conceptual slippage. The evidence from Laon discussed in this article 
compellingly demonstrates the importance of these kinds of relations in the ninth 
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century. Yet it also suggests that for the Carolingian period at least, a programmatic 
assertion of the importance of lordship as an explanatory framework shapes 
discussion in ways that skew our understanding of the historical dynamics at work. 
 
Perhaps if historians are scrupulous in talking of lordship in the Carolingian 
period only as a consciously artificial term of convenience, hallowed by tradition, to 
describe the importance of personal relations and not to explain them, the dangers are 
not too great.144 Yet in preference to terminology that not only, inadvertently or 
otherwise, gives the impression of being an authentic, direct translation of immanent 
µPHGLHYDO¶YDOXHVEXWis also liable to confer an essence upon what were in fact plural 
and undefined relations, an essence that can then be invoked in historical argument, 
historians might at least consider making use instead of equally broad and inclusive 
but more genuinely neutral approaches to the informal exercise of power.145 It is not, 
after all, essential to talk of lordship.146 
 
One possibility would be to start talking, as some historians already routinely 
do, of early medieval patron-client relations.147 Defined as personal, unequal but 
reciprocal, the terminology of patron-client relations fits the Carolingian evidence 
without prejudging it, and by avoiding any implication of µHVVHQFH¶, focuses attention 
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on individuals and their actions, and not how an invisible force worked through 
them.148 Full justice could be done to the importance in Carolingian politics and 
society of notions of loyalty and generosity, and indeed to the importance attached by 
contemporaries to being a good lord, through this equally flexible but far more neutral 
terminology. Permitting genuine medieval specificities to be identified, and not 
simply taken for granted, it would also promote the now long-standing and fruitful 
early medievalist proclivity for learning from other disciplines.149  
 
History is of course a recursive discipline, which never starts from a blank 
slate. We cannot simply ignore or discard the scholarship of previous generations 
because their history is revealed as zeitbedingt, since this happens in due course to all 
KLVWRULHV:HQHHGDEVWUDFWQRXQVHYHQLIWKH\LQYDULDEO\GHYHORSµEDJJDJH¶150 But 
we do need to take care that our abstractions remain subordinated to the research 
agenda, and are not in fact tacitly setting it. For all its allure, the concept of lordship 
has the potential to become tyrannical, too. 
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